HENRY JAMES

visible universe; but the sense (we get no indication of it
in his reminiscences) was a family sense. He shared it
with his father and brother and sister. One may find the
dark source of his deepest fantasy concealed in a family
life which for sensitive boys must have been almost ideally
free from compulsions, a tolerant cultured life led between
Concord and Geneva. For nearly two years his father was
intermittently attacked by a sense of "perfectly insane and
abject terror" (his own words); a damned shape seemed
to squat beside him raying out "a fetid influence". Henry
James's sister, Alice, was a prey to suicidal tendencies, and
William James suffered in much the same way as his father.

I "went one evening into a dressing-room in the twilight to procure
some article that was there; when suddenly there fell upon me with-
out any warning, just as if it came out of the darkness, a horrible fear
of my own existence. Simultaneously there arose in my mind the
image of an epileptic patient whom I had seen in the asylum, a black-
haired youth with greenish skin, entirely idiotic, who used to sit all
day on one of the benches, or rather shelves against the wall, with his
knees drawn up against his chin, and the coarse grey undershirt, which
was his only garment, drawn over them inclosing his entire figure....
This image and my fear entered into a species of combination with
each other. That shape am I, I felt potentially. Nothing that I
possess can defend me against that fate, if the hour for it should strike
for me as it struck for him. There was such a horror of him, and
such a perception of my own merely momentary discrepancy from
him, that it was as if something hitherto solid within my breast gave
way entirely, and I became a mass of quivering fear. After this the
universe was changed for me altogether. I awake morning after
morning with a horrible dread at the pit of my stomach, and with a
sense of the insecurity of life that I never knew before, ... It gradu-
ally faded, but for months I was unable to go out into the dark alone.

This epileptic idiot, this urge towards death, the damned
shape, are a more important background to Henry James's
novels than Grosvenor House and late Victorian society.
It is true that the moral anarchy of the age gave him his
material, but he would not have treated it with such
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